
Ashura was abruptly drawn out of his restless sleep by the sound of fighting. He opened his lively red eyes to the dull grey of his life. It was raining and his roof was leaking onto his ragged bed. Ashura lifted his nine-year-old body from the rags he called blankets and shuffled sleepily to the partially opened door to the outside. The light from the outside was hazy from the cloudy skies and cast an eerie grey-blue light across the grey and brown of Ashura’s home. Outside he could hear the pouring rain. The sound was not enough to drown out the desperate voice of his mother. She was screaming. 

Ashura’s eyes glimpsed through the ajar door into the downpour outside. His father was on his knees, the only thing keeping him from collapsing were the two big men on either side who each held one of his arms. Ashura’s father’s face was bloody and turned toward the soaked ground as a sharp-eyed man with slick black hair calmly stood over him. The man’s eyes seemed to be constantly narrowed in on whatever he was looking at. When he looked to Ashura’s father, however, he seemed to have only the faintest interest. Ashura’s mother was held against a wall by two other men. Her body jerked every few seconds with violent sobbing as she was forced to watch the fate of her husband unfold.

The sharp-eyed man was tightening a bloody rag around his knuckles when he spoke. “George, George, George; what are we going to do with you?” The sharp-eyed man’s voice was calm in contrast to the situation. It even sounded a little chummy. The sharp-eyed man went on. “Your money is way past due. I’m beginning to think I’m never going to get it. That wouldn’t be very fair to me, now would it, George?” Ashura’s father didn’t respond. He sat on his knees breathing heavily as the sharp-eyed man finished wrapping his knuckles. “I gave you a home and lent you money so you could feed your family. These are hard times for everyone, George, even me. I can’t just go giving things away and never expect to be paid back.” The sharp eyed man laughed and Ashura hated the sound. It was a normal laugh at first, but soon one could hear how devoid of happiness it was. It was false.

“I mean, even my charity has its limits,” the man laughed.  He reared his hand back and struck Ashura’s father in the face with a loud cracking sound and an equally loud grunt from Ashura’s father. The sound stuck in Ashura’s ears painfully and he was overcome with an extraordinary anger he had never felt. Ashura rushed from the house into the rain and threw himself at the sharp-eyed man, knocking him to the ground. Another big man seemed to appear from nowhere and grab Ashura by the neck. Ashura kicked and scratched and bit with everything he had, but was soon wrestled to the ground with his face in the mud. Ashura wriggled against the man’s grip, but to no avail. All the while Ashura’s mother was screaming and struggling against the grip of her two holders. The sharp-eyed man composed himself, standing up and straightening his suit. He shot one quick look of genuine interest to Ashura before turning to George.
“You have such an ungrateful family as well, George!” Sharp-Eyes continued. “They’re a pathetic pair, these two!” Ashura could sense an edge in the man’s calm and collected voice now. He struggled to escape again with no success. Ashura realized that he could only listen helplessly, with even his eyes in the mud. He could hear the contact between the man’s hand and his father’s body. It wasn’t just on the face now. He could hear his mother screaming and was relieved he couldn’t see. A fire had built up in Ashura’s chest, though, an inextinguishable flame that seared at the edges of his heart and threatened to burn up everything within him. Then Ashura heard a voice that quelled the fire. His father was chuckling.
Sharp-Eyes stopped his onslaught of blows suddenly, whether it was out of shock or curiosity. The two men who held Ashura also loosened their grips for a moment. Ashura found himself able to lift his head and watch. George was laughing, his gaze fixed on Sharp-Eyes. He spoke in the confident, powerful voice that Ashura was used to. “Grateful? We should be grateful for what you’ve given us: a house that should have been condemned three years ago, unattainable payment money for the ‘money’ that I can only spend at businesses you own, frequent visits from your ‘employees’ to harass me about money I don’t have? I should be grateful? You said I’d have a chance to start over, make a better life for me and my kid. All you’ve done is trap me in my own life and make me a slave to it. This is worse than my old life; at least before I had some hope! Now, I have nothing!”
It was silent until Sharp Eyes snorted. Some of the men with him laughed. Ashura fought again to be free, harder this time. He could feel something very, very wrong. It permeated the air around him, saturated the mud beneath him, and stabbed at his soul within him. Something bad was about to happen. Sharp-Eyes laughed again. “But George, you must have something! Having nothing would imply that I can’t take anything else away from you.” Sharp-Eyes pulled a pistol from his coat and pointed it at George. Ashura fought harder and his mother screamed louder.

“Kill me then!” George bellowed. “If that’s really all I have left then go ahead and take it!” Sharp-Eyes’s finger tightened on the trigger and went off. All the fight went out of Ashura at that moment, as he watched his mother fall to the ground bloody and dead. The fight seemed to go out of George as well. The pupils in his eyes contracted as he suddenly realized what it meant to lose everything. Sharp-Eyes turned his gun on Ashura next. Ashura hung limply, his red eyes caught on his mother’s body. Sharp-Eyes fired twice and Ashura collapsed to the ground. He couldn’t feel the two holes in his chest or the hot blood pour from his body. His dying red eyes looked to his father. There was no need to restrain George at this point. He simply had nothing left to fight for.
Sharp-Eyes laughed one more time. “You should be grateful, George. I’m ending your worthless life for you.” He fired once into George’s head.
The group of men began to depart after the last shot. Ashura struggled to move along the ground to his parents. One of the men noticed. “Hey Boss, the kid’s still moving!”

“Let him,” Sharp-Eyes replied as he unwrapped the bloody rag from his hand. “He’ll die soon. I have to say, he’s not even worth the effort to kill.” Sharp-Eyes threw the rag down onto Ashura’s body and left. Ashura was alone in the rain only minutes later, curled up against his mother’s dead body. He felt empty. His heart felt like a void, as if the gunshots had emptied it of emotion. His red eyes began to close. Ashura didn’t care about death by now. Everything was quiet. Ashura closed his eyes for the last time and in the darkness could see a pair of sharp eyes and slick black hair.

In that moment Ashura died. A spark was lit in his heart and the emptiness was filled with fire. It wasn’t a warm flame as much as an all-out inferno. Ashura opened his eyes, fire almost spilling out of them. Ashura was dead, but not from gunshot wounds. Ashura had been burned alive in his own fire. The boy was dead and something else rose from the ashes.

***
The men kept their distance as they walked through the alley behind their leader. They didn’t think they’d be hurt from getting too close, but the fact they couldn’t be sure of that kept them a good distance away. They were all men in their twenties, all from the slums, and all there for the same reason. That reason was a man named Ottavon. Ottavon was the reason they were together today, all marching to the same place. Their leader stopped suddenly and the men almost fell over when they stopped as well.
“Sir, what is it?” one of the men asked. The leader was an imposing sight: tall, quick, silent, and covered in a crimson hood. Those who had seen him without a shirt said his flesh was covered in scars with two bullet wounds in his chest. But, this wasn’t what frightened the men most. Their leader’s eyes were blood red. His eyes flashed to a poster to his right. It was a campaign flier for a man with sharp, yet caring eyes and clean, slicked black hair. He wore a white suit and the slogan read, “Vote Ottavon for Mayor.”  With one swift movement, their leader reached up and tore a strip from the poster. He threw the strip to the ground and spat on it. He then continued striding down the alley, his men a few feet behind.
Their destination was a crowded area at the foot of the city’s government building. It was brightly colored place with balloons and banners. Ottavon’s face was everywhere; on flags, on banners, on fliers. Ashura didn’t have time to rip them all down, but didn’t feel the need to. The real thing would more than suffice. The crowd was growing and every minute Ashura grew more disgusted. Could this many people really be so blind? Could they all really be so ignorant of what Ottavon really was? Well, today they’d find out. Ashura would personally see to that.
Ottavon arrived in a parade of cars, the sound of their backfiring and sputtering could be heard a mile away. The one Ottavon rode in was easily distinguishable from the others. His was white, something unheard of those days of all black vehicles. Ottavon emerged from his chariot to triumphant applause. The sound was sickening to Ashura. It made him grip the revolver in his pocket angrily. Ottavon took to the stage in a smooth manner. He was confident, but why shouldn’t he be? He was a shoo-in for this election. Everyone loved his ideas on labor reform and his promises for better housing. That was a laugh.

“I guess when you spend your whole life taking away from people you see how eager they are to be given to!” Ashura laughed to himself.

“What was that, sir?” one of his men asked.

“Nothing,” Ashura responded quickly. “He’s starting his speech. Position the men and get ready. You’ll be taking back your lives today.”

“You say ‘we,’ sir?” the man asked, hesitant to have an extended conversation with his leader. “As in, not you as well?”

Ashura’s fiery red eyes met with the man’s and he immediately backed away. “I haven’t got a life to take back. Worry about yourself and the others, never about me. Now get ready.” The man scuttled away at his last command.

This was it. It all came down to his actions now. Ashura’s revenge could be exacted and Ottavon would never hurt anyone again. The speech began and so did the plan. Ottavon was surrounded by guards, so it was hard to get a clear shot from the audience. Most of the buildings around them had been secured as well. Ottavon was prepared for an attack. What he didn’t know was who was hunting him. Ashura would not be stopped. With a wave of his hand, his men began to edge closer to the stage through the sea of people surrounding the large wooden stage. There were police along the edge of the stage, their eyes scanning the crowd vigilantly. Ashura, along with his men, would be safe from suspicion until they got close to the stage. Then it would get interesting.
Ottavon’s speech was starting to get fiery; so were Ashura’s eyes. Ashura reached for his revolver as he approached the kill. One of the policemen spotted Ashura and reached for his gun. He started to yell something, but Ashura had seen him too. Ashura drew his weapon more quickly and fired. The ocean of people now became a tidal wave of fear as the audience fled from the sound of a gunshot. One of Ashura’s men was immediately swept away in the current. The rest opened fire on the men on stage. Ashura’s men were badly outnumbered, and it showed. Seven of them fell in the first minute of fighting, but Ashura wasn’t aware of them anymore. Only one thing mattered.
He leapt onto the stage and dispatched two men before they were aware he was beside them with a knife at their throats. Ottavon was encircled by twenty men, but hardly out of Ashura’s reach. The men around Ottavon found it impossible to take aim at the red-cloaked figure surging at them like a ghost. They fired their weapons, but their bullets only passed through the flowing cloak around Ashura’s body. His revolver went off three times, each time bringing another death. Ashura was within the circle of men at that point. When the men shot they not only missed, but hit their comrades in the confusion. All the while, Ashura spun about them in a crimson spiral, tearing at their throats. His eyes darted around for the true prey. Ashura spotted him crawling away from the stage and into the wild crowd of people. Ashura dove into the crowd and knocked people aside in his pursuit. His revolver was hot like the fire in his eyes and in his heart. The fire was about to spill out and consume everything. 

He raised his gun to Ottavon, finger ready to pull the trigger. Ottavon pulled a child out of the swarming people and held him up to his body as a shield. Ashura didn’t pause. His last two shots went off, piercing the child and Ottavon’s shoulder. Ashura felt multiple hands grab him from behind, but didn’t panic. He reached for his knife in a final move and flung it at Ottavon, catching him in the leg. Ashura then felt two sharp pains erupt from his arm and stomach. Ashura fell and clawed at the ground to get closer to Ottavon and his revenge. He’d kill him with his bare hands if he had to. Ashura never got that chance. A blow to his head sent him hurtling into the darkness of unconsciousness.
***
Ashura was in a cell the following day, bandaged and angry. He refused the food brought to him and once tried to reach for a guard’s neck through the bars. Some thought he fit the part of a wild animal more than a human being. It was the way his eyes moved, they said. His eyes glowed with malice, sizing up his prey for the most efficient method of death.
It was two days before Ottavon showed up. He thought it necessary to flaunt his victory over his would-be assassin. He arrived on crutches and with a group of armed men. Ottavon smirked at the red-eyed beast in the corner of the cell. The beast shot him a look of pure disgust. Ottavon laughed. “Well, I’m here! You couldn’t do it, could you? Aww…I’m sure you worked really hard on that plan, too, didn’t you? If it makes you feel any better, your friends don’t miss you because they’re all dead!” Ottavon cackled arrogantly at his own remark, amused by the despair it was sure to bring the beast in the cage.
Ashura responded by standing up and slowly raising his head to Ottavon. His red eyes were almost glowing with the fire inside of him. The hate that flowed from his gaze was so frightening that Ottavon and his men stepped back from the bars. “Who are you, Ottavon?” Ashura asked quietly. Ottavon was so awestruck by Ashura’s gaze he found himself unable to answer.

Ashura continued. “You surround yourself with pretty people, beautiful things, and a powerful title. But who are you? No amount of dressing up can ever change what you are, Ottavon. Aren’t you the king of the slums, Ottavon? Aren’t you the tyrant who traps and steals the lives of others to increase his own wealth, Ottavon? Aren’t you the mother of poverty and greed? It’s hard to say now, Ottavon! I could’ve sworn that someone like that would never have the hordes flocking to him like flies to rancid meat!” Ashura threw himself at the bars, his face pressed against the steel as he spat, “You’re just an actor, Ottavon! Why don’t you tell them all who you really are? Why not, Ottavon? Tell them who you are!”
Ottavon hobbled away from the cell as the red-eyed animal rampaged inside. “You…are a demon…” Ottavon managed to get out.

“I already know what I am, Ottavon!” Ashura screamed. “But who are you? I know what awaits me after my death and it’s the same place you’re headed! So why don’t you let them all know where exactly that is? Where is it, Ottavon?”
Ottavon composed himself and spoke calmly again. “You will be executed, you monster!”

Ashura burst into hysterical laughter. He reached into his ragged crimson cloak for something. The armed men around Ottavon pulled out their guns, but were surprised when all Ashura pulled out was a bloody cloth, falling apart with age. Ashura threw it at Ottavon and laughed. “So, I guess I’m worth it now!” Ottavon stared blankly at the bloody rag for a moment. Then, his eyes lost all calm and he stared at Ashura in disbelief. It was like looking at a ghost; more accurately, a demon. He was some evil thing that creeps at the edges of your memories and stalks you in the night. He was omnipresent, in one form or another. Always there, always ready. He was that which haunted dreams and ended lives, forever waiting in the darkness for his chance to drag you back into your own nightmares. He was a nightmare, he was the darkness, he was death. There is no escape from the darkness that resided in Ashura.  Ottavon hastily left the room, trailed by his armed men and the insane laughter of the red-eyed monster in the cage. Ashura was executed several weeks later, but it hardly mattered. Ashura had died a long time ago, in the rain beside his parents.
***
Ottavon had just finished a meeting at the government building. He had won the election without much difficulty. It had been a long day at work and he was looking forward to heading home. He approached his car and the driver opened the door for him. There was also a bodyguard in the back seat. The car bumped through the streets in the darkness of the night. There was no moon tonight, so it was even darker. Ottavon rested his head on his seat and yawned. His eyes had closed and he was nearly asleep when he heard a small voiced in his ear, “Who are you?” 

Ottavon shot up in his seat and the car suddenly died. Ottavon looked around, a terrified look in his eyes. His man in the back seat assured him there was nothing to worry about. They were having car trouble, that was all. The driver got out and opened the hood. Ottavon managed to calm himself, until he heard the driver scream. He saw the driver fall to the ground, a knife in his back. The bodyguard cursed and got out of the car with his gun ready. Fear rose up in Ottavon like fire, ready to consume his mind and body. He heard gunshots outside the car and then his guard fell. Ottavon couldn’t contain his fear any longer and dove out of the car. He sprinted down the alley, the sound of footsteps behind him. No matter how fast he ran they were always there. Shadows were darting around the walls on either side of him and whispers crept from the dark. “Who are you?”
When the steps were almost on top of him, Ottavon dove into an open building and slammed the door behind him. Ottavon braced himself against the door, but there was never any attempt to force it open. After seemingly hours of waiting, Ottavon stepped away from the door, sweat pouring down his face. He looked around the abandoned building. It was run down, with a ragged bed in the corner. Beside the bed was a single photograph. It had been badly worn by the weather, but Ottavon could still clearly see who was in the picture. George was standing next to a young, red-eyed boy, with his wife on his left.
The blood drained from Ottavon’s face with sudden realization of where he was. Ottavon spun in the dark room and was faced with two red eyes glowing with the fires of hatred. “Who are you?” Ashura rasped in the dark. Ottavon fell to his back and managed to pull out his pistol. He raised it at Ashura, his hand shaking violently. He fired once and Ashura was gone. It was silent except for the sound of Ottavon’s heavy breathing. There was a bullet hole in the opposite wall. From the tiny hole flowed a small stream of red light. There was no moon, so there shouldn’t have been so much light coming through from the other side. Then there was the sound of splintering wood. Cracks spread along the length of the wall from the bullet hole until the entire wall was glowing with thin red veins of light. Then it was silent.
The wall exploded into fiery debris of wood and plaster. Ottavon shielded his eyes from the wave of heat that followed the explosion. He was suddenly in a furnace as the walls around him caught fire. Ottavon opened his eyes to the most unbelievable and ghastly sight he had ever seen. The wall was gone and beyond it was an endless landscape of red flame. There were mountains rising out of a sea of fire and strange fiery birds soaring over them. There was no sky. Black clouds covered every inch above the landscape and lightning was crashing down from them into the sea of fire. The scent of sulfur burned itself into his nose. It was the smell of brimstone. Ottavon was staring into another world. Ashura stood on the edge of where the floor ended, with his hand beckoning for Ottavon.

Ottavon tried to crawl away, but a chain seared into his leg, stopping him short. He was being dragged slowly into the world of fire. His fingernails dug into the burning floor beneath him as he edged closer. Ashura lifted him up by his neck and turned with his writhing body to the edge of a cliff. They were on a mountain, suddenly, with Ottavon’s legs flailing in the air above the sea of flames. The strange birds were circling overhead, like vultures in the dessert above a doomed traveler. Ottavon’s eyes jerked back and forth in his head looking for an escape. There was none.
“Who are you?” Ashura cried, laughing hysterically. “Who are you?” Ashura stopped laughing and brought Ottavon’s face close to his. His eyes burned through Ottavon with more intensity than the sea of fire beneath him. “Everyone knows who you are here.” Ashura threw Ottavon over the edge of the mountain and strode away, his laughter drowning out Ottavon’s screams forever.
